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A socio-political histo?y
The first history is constructed around the figure of Shaikh 'Uthman dan Fodio, renowned Islamic scholar and leader of a jihad, or Muslim holy war, which during the first decade of the nineteenth century politically, socially and religiously transformed much of what is today northern Nigeria and immediately adjacent territories. Indeed, the success of this movement ramified throughout much of West Africa in subsequent decades, inspiring several other important jihads and attempts to establish Muslim states.
Much of the historiography concerning this jihad seems to start from the assumption that the state that resulted from it, the Sokoto Caliphate (see Map 1) , was the ideal form of Muslim polity for which all learned scholars longed and, by implication, that all other forms of socio-political formation were felt by Muslim scholars to fall short of this ideal.' My own reading of the available evidence, however, leads to the very different conclusion that the state was only one socio-political option among several that Muslims had constructed and doctrinally endorsed in the region. The aim of this brief outline history, therefore, is to explore Shaikh 'Uthman's life story as a means of describing some of these variations in Islamic socio-political organization which Muslims produced in West Africa.
The term 'Islamic socio-political organization' refers to a polity or social formation that is legitimized with reference to allegedly Islamic principles. I insert the word 'allegedly' because the political interpretation of doctrinal principles was often the subject of contestation among Shaikh 'Uthman's career illustrates some of the political and social tensions between rulers and scholars that prevailed in many dynastic states. He spent some period of time teaching young members of the royal family and was therefore associated to some degree with the Gobir court. At the same time, his early reformist preaching focused on his claims that Islamic practice in Gobir was unacceptably 'mixed' with non-Islamic and prohibited practices and behaviours. Eventually, a following began to form around him of Muslim scholars and students who endorsed his teachings and criticisms. As this community grew, and the Gobir leadership felt increasingly threatened, sporadic conflicts eventually led to war, which Shaikh 'Uthman legitimated as a jihad by accusing the Gobir rulers of apostacy for having attacked his own 'true' Muslim community. amongst the Dyula peoples further south, there were the Muslim mory lineages and the tun tgi ruling lineages (Launay 1982). In both these latter cases, members of the ruling lineages tended themselves to be Muslim, but according to many scholars they were not 'good' Muslims because they often flouted many of the basic tenets of Islam. The tun tigi, for example, were reputed to be both hard fighters and hard drinkers who rarely even prayed! Muslim and ruling/warrior lineages therefore complemented one another: the Muslims in effect bought a certain degree of autonomy and military protection from the rulers in exchange for blessings and religious protection that they provided, and the Muslims also agreed to offer their religious endorsement of the established political order. And this complementary relationship was supported by doctrinal arguments, the best documented being those of al-Hajj Salim Suware, a Dyula scholar of the fifteenth century who held the view that Muslims should avoid all participation in politics because political power served only to corrupt religion (Wilks 1968; Sanneh 1989 
A pedagogical history
We must now move to our second history, which is very different from the first, although not completely unrelated to it. It focuses on the history of a very brief theological text written in the fifteenth century by the North African scholar Muhammad b. Yusuf al-Sanusi and entitled al-'Aqida as-sughra, (The Lesser Creed).6 The 'Aqida was one of several major works on tawhid (the theology of the unity of God) written by al-Sanusi, and it became an integral part of the classical religious studies curriculum in north and west Africa. Al-Sanusi was widely recognized as a great scholar and mystic, and it was his success in combining theology with mysticism that seems to account for the widespread influence of this particular text in West Africa.
The Aqida as-sughra falls within the field of scholastic theology, kalam, which aims to confirm religious beliefs by means of logical proofs and reasoning. The text contends that rational judgment is limited to three categories: the necessary, the impossible and the contingent, and that it is a canonical obligation for every able Muslim to know that which is necessary, impossible or contingent with respect to God and his prophets. Having elaborated these points, the text concludes with the affirmation that the shahada, the Muslim profession of faith, 'There is no god but God and Muhammad is the Messenger of God', contains within it all the theological principles explained in the 'Aqida, and asserts that 'the intelligent person' should recite the shahada: The first few questions and answers make the point that Islam, the true path to salvation, is constructed on three pillars: (A) Islam, submission to God, (B) iman, faith, and (C) ihsan, faultless conduct. After explaining the basic elements of these three pillars, the teacher then moves to a discussion of the shahada, which is described as knowledge in God: 'What one can know in God is not tangible. One can know three states of God: (A14) that which is necessary for Him, (A15) that which is impossible for Him, (A16) and that which is contingent for The original purpose of the kabbe texts was pedagogical, and they were popular among Fulfulde-speakers throughout West Africa, the practice having been documented in Futa Jallon, the Masina region of Mali, in Burkina Faso, and in northern Nigeria and Niger (see Map 1). But in some areas these recitations became the basis of a kind of sectarian Muslim practice. These practitioners of kabbe, the kabbenkoobe as they came to be called, were convinced that only those who memorized these texts were 'true believers'. Only they were allowed to recite their prayers in full or were qualified to perform the ritual slaughter of animals. Nor were young men allowed to marry until they memorized the texts.
Shaikh 'Uthman was a persistent critic of this practice, and he wrote a number of treatises against the kabbenkoobe (Brenner 1987). He did not oppose the tenets of al-Sanusi's text, but the use to which it had been put in defining one's status as a Muslim on the basis of memorizing a particular text. In Shaikh 'Uthman's view, a person became a Muslim by sincerely professing his or her faith in the words of the shahada; after that, the nature and quality of an individual Muslim's belief was between himself or herself and God. He further argued that ordinary Muslims were not required to learn the creeds and their proofs, which for the most part, he alleged, they could not understand. These criticisms conform with the objectives of Shaikh 'Uthman's own project, but what is more intriguing, in the light of the first history that I presented, would be to explore the social contexts that nurtured the production of the oral kabbe texts and their associated practices. It seems unlikely that the sectarian practices of the kabbenkoobe would have emerged in a community of literate scholars who had access to the original Arabic text. Perhaps the kabbenkoobe were descendants of slaves who had been integrated into Fulfulde-speaking communities, or perhaps they were Fulbe who had been recently converted to Islam, and who had not been given access to Muslim learning and who were attempting to develop their own form of Islamic socio-political organization.
We cannot follow up these lines of enquiry here, although it seems more than likely that further research into the social composition of the kabbenkoobe communities would help one to understand more fully the development of their sectarian practices. However, the point of this brief history is not to explore the social history of the kabbenkoobe, but to give an example of how Muslim teachings are transformed depending on the social contexts in which they are transmitted, and how such transformations can provoke doctrinal debate.
A history of religious practice: divination
We must now move to our third history, which focuses on a form of divination known in Arabic as khatt ar-raml, or sand writing, the precise origins of which are unknown but whose spread in sub-Saharan Africa was associated with the classic manual on the practice written If these three examples demonstrate that khatt ar-raml has been adapted and transformed for use in non-Muslim societies, historians would like to know more about precisely how these processes of adaptation came about. Here, the work of Kassibo represents an important advance in several ways. According to him, the religious expertise and efficacy of diviners in the Mande zone depended on their relationship with the various invisible forces and entities with which they were in ritual contact. He has shown that divination and its related esoteric knowledges and practices were transmitted by initiatic means through networks of religious experts and their apprentices. Ample evidence certainly exists to demonstrate that khatt ar-raml and other Muslim esoteric sciences were transmitted in secret and were never publicly proclaimed to be part of the religious studies curriculum; indeed, Muslim practitioners rarely named the person or persons from whom they learned these practices. But Kassibo has shown that these knowledges were shared among both Muslim and non-Muslim religious experts, whose cooperation and mutual influence has been much greater in the past than many researchers have supposed. Kassibo's analysis leads to the hypothesis that khatt ar-raml was introduced and adapted into non-Muslim societies through the purposeful agency of religious experts. Oxford University Press. Hiskett, Mervyn
